Breastfeeding and its relation to child nutrition in rural Chiang Mai, Thailand.
A cross-sectional study was conducted to evaluate current breastfeeding practices among a population in a remote rural area of Chiang Mai, Thailand. Three hundred and ninety-five women with children aged less than 36 months were studied. Mothers were interviewed and anthropometric status of children was assessed. Seventy per cent of them were from a hill-tribe ethnic group and 30 per cent were Thai. The results showed that breastfeeding was highly prevalent amongst the hill-tribe population especially in uneducated multiparous women. Only 53.6 per cent of children were exclusively breastfed in the first six months of life. Breastfeeding tended to be continued until or beyond the age of one year but complemented with other foods. For children aged up to 6 months, the prevalence of undernutrition, wasting and stunting in the exclusively breastfed group was 0.0 per cent, 1.9 per cent and 7.7 per cent, respectively, compared to 2.1 per cent, 4.3 per cent and 8.5 per cent, respectively in partial/ non-breastfed children (p > 0.05). For children aged between 7-12 months, the undernutrition, wasting, and stunting in the exclusively breastfed group was 23.1 per cent, 15.4 per cent and 7.7 per cent, respectively, compared to 13.4 per cent, 7.3 per cent and 9.8 per cent, respectively in partial/non-breastfed children (p > 0.05). For children older than one year (n = 201), 12 were exclusively breastfed and six of them were undernourished. In the partial/non-breastfed group, 70 of 189 were undernourished (p > 0.05). The results showed that children were more likely to be malnourished as age increases in either exclusively breastfed or partial/non-breastfed group. This may not be a breastfeeding issue but the weaning practices. Appropriate food supplementation and correct weaning practices are essential in order to maintain nutritional status in children beyond six months of age.